One of the significant ways in which Milton's story differs from the Biblical story is that in Milton's poem we have a first-hand account of the events told to us by the characters themselves, whereas in the Old Testament we have the story told to us by an unidentified narrator.
Since Milton chose to rewrite the story letting the characters "speak for themselves," it seems reasonable to examine the poem in light of v;hat they say. Furthermore, Milton could have left the story in narrative form, put it in the present tense, and let the characters each have their say as he did in Paradise Lost,, linking scene with scene by exposition; but he did not. Instead, Milton chose to change the genre from narrative to drama, a move that should draw our attention to the dialogue as dialogue.
In modern drama, the analysis of syntax is one type of critical approach that has been very useful in helping us to understand what playwrights are trying to do in their plays. Underlying this approach is the assumption "that our expectations of characters are created in the same ways that our expectations of people in everyday life are created" (Potter 1980, 187) . And in drama they are created, for the most part, through the characters' use of language. Rosanne G. Potter, who has done extensive research on dialogue in modern plays and upon whose methods this paper is based, justifies her approach to drama on the basis of our responses to language use in everyday life:
We respond to the way people talk; we judge not only what they say, but how they say it. It almost goes without saying that the relationships discovered in the process of describing the correlations between reader responses and characters in first acts of plays certainly hold in the larger world of interactions outside of playscripts;
if not, they would not work within. (1982, 65) And of the playwrights' choice of syntax she says;
Every line in a part contributes to the structure that is character; every pattern of usage builds cumulatively toward the moment when character is created. This is not to say that a playwright sits down to his or her work with some preconceived notion that this character will specialize in exclamations and fragments while the next will use imperatives and questions excessively. But the type of character intended will, at some preconscious level, dictate the syntactical traits of the dialogue. (1981, 46) The results of Potter's research prove that her approach is a valid one (1982) , and it has identified a constellation of speech habits which correlate with character dominance (1980; 1981; 1982) . What I am interested in is whether or not Milton uses syntax to define and differentiate characters,-whether his use of it is similar to that of modern dramatists; and, if so, whether Samson's syntax then is the syntax of dominance. And finally, if Samson's syntax is that of dominance, whether this' supports our intuition of Samson's character.
But are we justified in the first place in taking this approach to
Samson Agonistes? Can we treat Samson, a seventeenth-century poem, like a play? After all, in his preface to the poem, Milton himself says that Samson "never was intended" for the stage.2 perhaps the differences between this old poem and modern drama are too great to approach them in the same way looking for the same things." But I think not. In the first place, much has been written which either refutes or ignores Milton's "intentions" for the play and treats it as simply a play like any other play. Anthony Low in his article, "Milton's Samson and the Stage, with Implications for Dating the Play," argues cogently that
Milton's real intentions for the staging of the play can "never be fully or certainly known" (313) anyway, and that it is not at all unreasonable to assume that Milton might have originally intended for Samson
Agonistes to be presented on stage. Other critics have written about the "actability" of the play (Low, 1974; Frye; Kuykendall) , and yet others have simply analyzed it as a play (Andrews; Jose; Stephenson) . Agonistes is a real play, with a real plot and real characters. .
(145); and Robert H. West has said, "I take the characters to be understandable much as real persons are" (110), recognizing that "in some obvious ways fictitious persons' do differ sharply from real-life ones. But if these differences defeat our grasp of them as persons they hurt the author sooner than the critic and worse" (note, 127). In addition, the very fact that modern critics see the "middle" of the play as a psychological/spiritual process implies that they see the character undergoing the change be a "true to.life" figure so that they can document the process, from which we, the readers/audience, can learn. Since light so necessary is to life.
And almost life itself, if-it be true
That light is in the Soul, She all in every part; why was the sight
To such a tender ball as th' eye confin'd?
So obvious and so easy to be quench't.
And not as feeling through all parts diffus'd
That she might look at will through every pore? (83) (84) (85) (86) (87) (88) (89) (90) (91) (92) (93) (94) (95) (96) (97) We know that Samson is merely indulging in self-pity here and that his complaints are unjustified. That Samson doesn't know this tells us that he doesn't understand the cause of his imprisonment, which he sees in purely physical terms. His focus is on his literal blindness, "The Sun to me is dark / And silent as the Moon," rather than where it should be, on his spiritual blindness, why "light" is not in his "Soul."
Yet, these questions are not quite as weak as they appear. At the very end of the play, Samson uses a series of questions directed to the Public Officer that also challenge and accuse. When
Samson is ordered to appear before the Philistine Lords to entertain them with demonstrations of his strength, he says;
Can they think me so broken, so debas'd
With corporal servitude, that my mind ever
Will condescend to such absurd commands?
To show them feats, and play before thir god.
The worst of all indignities, yet on me Irresistible In both passages, the questions provide the audience with background information and call attention to a dramatic change in expectations--for With Dalila and Harapha, it is not so much the types of questions that they ask, but the purpose for which they ask them-letting themselves off the hook so to speak. Both ask questions which appear to explore for understanding:
Was i t not weakness also to make known For importunity, that is for naught, Wherein consisted all thy strength and safety? and from Harapha:
Is not thy Nation subject to our Lords?
Thir Magistrates confest it, when they took thee do, and they usually require some type of response from the individual to whom they are addressed--they are too forceful to be ignored.
Samson's early imperatives reflect the "languish't" Samson, the Samson described by the Chorus "as one past hope." His attitude is that of resignation:
Spare that proposal, Father, spare the trouble
Of that solicitation; let me here.
As I deserve, pay on my punishment;
And expiate, if possible, my crime.
Shameful garrulity (487-91)
The imperatives are weak, one can imagine a slight wave of the hand accompanying them, and his attitude is wrong. Rather than actually having accepted the responsibility for his present situation, he seems to have resigned himself to it with the hope that he will be able to "pay on his punishment" and "ej^iate" his "crime" in that way. That he doesn't truly know the nature of his "crime" is reflected in his calling it a "shameful garrulity." Were this actually the case, we too would scene is anything but "languish't," is no"longer accompanying his imperatives with a wave of the hand, and he no longer "lies at random."
Somewhere Samson has risen to his feet, perhaps when Dalila sailed into sight, and he is now ready for his most commanding scene.
Samson uses more imperatives in his exchange with Harapha than at any other time, and they are his strongest, most active imperatives; "boast not," "let be assign'd," "put on," "add thy Spear," "go to his
Temple," "invocate his aid," "answer thy appellant," "come nearer,"
"part not," "take good heed," "bring up thy van," and "go baffl'd At the beginning of the play/ however, when Manoa first appears, he uses a group of imperatives which look fairly strong and commanding but which really are not; they sound more like advice than commands: "be penitent," "act not," "reject not," "believe not," "repent the sin," and "be calm," all of which are directed to Samson. Not only are they weak imperatives, but they are bad advice as well since Manoa doesn't understand Samson's condition any more than Samson does at this point.
Through these imperatives Manoa seems to be offering reassurance to a "hopeless" Samson. They appear to be commanding simply because Samson is so weak at this point in the poem. That they are ineffectual is obvious since Samson chooses not to take his father's advice.
As the play progresses, Manoa uses imperatives basically to demand information from others: "tell us," "relate by whom," "speak them out," "say first," "explain," and "give us Chorus use apparently strong, forceful imperatives, but since they are directed toward God, they lack authority. They are used rather, as they frequently are in religious poetry and prayer, as invocations or benedictions:
So deal not with this once thy glorious Champion, Since Samson and Dalila do almost the same amount of defining, I see these two characters as major contenders in the play. The difference between them lies not only in the nature of the realities they define, but in why they define as they do.
It is at this point that the world view which the poem embraces becomes important to some degree. Since the world view which underlies the poem is a Christian one, any defining contrary to that reality is "wrong," and since Dalila is not a Christian but a Philistine, the Samson's early definitions, however, when not "setting the stage,"
show him to be a weak definer. As already pointed out, Samson's early definition of his "crime" is inaccurate in that a "shameful garrulity"
completely misses the mark in defining the nature of Samson's "crime."
This "mis-defining" is typical of Samson's early definitions. Samson uses his definitions to evade the responsibility for his actions; he In another early passage, Samson again "mis-defines" his "crime" (732-39; 744-48) It is quite an understatement to label what she did a "perverse event"
and a "rash but more unfortunate misdeed," Not only is everything "misdefined," but Dalila thinks that "tears / May expiate" her crime, which
shows that she has not acknowledged her responsibility for Samson's blindness and imprisonment.
If we 'examine several other speeches of Dalila, we can see the same sort of thing going on, as well as find some other faults:
First granting, as I do, it was a weakness
In me, but incident to all our sex.
Curiosity, inquisitive, importune
Of secrets, then with like infirmity
To publish them, both common female faults:
Let weakness then with weakness come to parle So near related, or of the same of kind.
Thine forgive mine; that men may censure thine
The gentler, if severely thou exact not
More strength from me, than in myself was found. an imprecise, ill-defined reality. We know why things are not, but we really don't know why things are. So she leaves us unsure of her and thereby unsure of the reality she offers us in the play. Because of this hedging, and because she defines in order to shirk responsibility. entering the text on the mainframe system. Potter has established a 500-character maximum for text entry. This allows her "the freedom to use one sentence when that sentence was free-standing and interpretable, and more when it was not sufficient for rhetorical analysis" (1980, 189). All too frequently, however, the 500-character maximum proved too short to handle a rhetorical unit of Milton's poem, and frequently too short to cover a Miltonic sentence. Therefore, before I began entering the text on the computer, I had to go through the text, pencil in hand, to mark off units enterable on the mainframe system. As unit markers, if the passage didn't fit the 500-character maximum, I first looked for full stop punctuation, either a period or question mark. Not being able to locate either of those, I next looked for, in descending order, a semicolon, colon, and finally an independent clause separated from another independent clause by a coordinating conjunction. Although this produced some rather artificial rhetorical units, the procedure worked adequately most of the time.
As already mentioned, the definition program was not very helpful on this particular project because it simply gave me back most of the The COMP STYLE package has made possible a closer examination of the text than has previously been done. It allov;s us to "scientifically" support our understanding of the character of Samson, and it is a useful tool in that it invites a new perspective to be taken on older literature. It brings to our attention things heretofore hidden in our texts and makes new what we once thought so familiar.
